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Under stipulations outlined in a series of revisions made to Argentina's constitution in 1994, Buenos
Aires voters will go to the polls for the first time in June to elect a mayor for the capital a post that
was previously filled by presidential appointment. The mayoral race is the most important election
that will occur in 1996 and is considered a bellwether for legislative elections in 1997. The governing
Partido Justicialista-peronista (PJ), in its efforts to capture that key post, set off an internal rebellion
that is reverberating beyond its own party. Capturing the support of voters in the Argentine capital
has long proved elusive for the PJ.
In presidential elections last May, the Peronists took 50% of the vote nationally, while the Frente
del Pais Solidario (FREPASO) took 30%, and the Union Civica Radical (UCR) slipped to third place
with 17%. However, Menem and the PJ lost badly in the capital. In last October's elections for
national senator in Buenos Aires, FREPASO candidate Graciela Fernandez Meijide won, taking 46%
of the vote, while the PJ candidate, Erman Gonzalez, came in third. Despite its domination of the
provincial and national governments, the PJ is aware that it will have to overcome serious obstacles
to win the Buenos Aires mayoral post.
For months, the party leadership has evidenced intense preoccupation with the race. However, its
calculations on how to win may have backfired, affecting not only its own chances in the elections
but those of the opposition FREPASO as well. The 1994 constitutional revisions that granted the
capital the right to elect its mayor called for the elections to be held before the end of 1995. Menem
and the PJ leadership have been trying to find a candidate with a strong chance of defeating the
opposition. However, because polls indicated the PJ's prospects were dim running third behind both
the Fernando de la Rua of the UCR and FREPASO's Norberto La Porta the party dragged its feet
before finally naming its candidate. At the same time, President Carlos Menem's administration
stalled in convoking the elections.
The top contender for the PJ's nomination, former interior minister Gustavo Beliz, repeatedly
pushed for a party primary, which he felt confident he would win. The party resisted, evidently
hoping to find a candidate with more appeal to Buenos Aires voters. "For three years I have been
asking to be given clear rules of the game, and they have not responded," said Beliz in early January.
When his protests failed to move the party, Beliz, a conservative and member of the ultra-right
Catholic organization Opus Dei, resigned from the PJ, citing rampant corruption within the party
rather than the dispute about the party nomination. In his announcement on Jan. 11, Beliz said he
was "fed up with the corruption" in Menem's entourage.
"It is a corrupt structure that does not allow us room for participation." Two days later, he
announced that he would run for Buenos Aires mayor under a new political group, the Nueva
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Dirigencia. Beliz, who is known to be very close to Economy Minister Domingo Cavallo, said that
he also had the support of another former Peronist, Sen. Jose Octavio Bordon. After he left the PJ
in 1995, Bordon formed Politica Abierta para la Integridad Social (PAIS). Bordon and PAIS joined
with the Frente Grande and the Unidad Socialista to form the FREPASO coalition for the general
elections. Bordon defeated the Frente Grande's Carlos "Chacho" Alvarez to head the FREPASO
presidential ticket in an unsuccessful attempt to block Menem's bid for re-election (see NotiSur,
09/09/94 and 03/24/95). There are hints that Bordon and his center-right faction of FREPASO will
pull out of FREPASO to back Beliz.
Beliz would only say it was "a very strong possibility," when asked whether Bordon would formally
support him. Such a rupture would seriously diminish the chances of FREPASO candidate La Porta,
who has strong support from Alvarez and the coalition's center-left. Meanwhile, in a move that
angered many PJ members, on the same day that Beliz resigned, the PJ leadership announced it
would hold the party primary that Beliz had been demanding. Without Beliz, the most likely winner
of the nomination appears to Menem's choice for the race, incumbent Jorge Dominguez, although
another possible candidate is Gen. Martin Balza, head of the army. Beliz's defection, which was one
of several high-level departures from the PJ, was a serious blow to the party.
Nevertheless, party spokespersons quickly dismissed their importance and insisted that the stream
would not become a river. Secretary general of the presidency Alberto Kohan claimed that "the PJ
only lost one vote" when Beliz left. And, Interior Minister Carlos Corach said tersely, "There will be
no more Peronist desertions." Nevertheless, Beliz's departure emphasized the increasingly public
divisions within PJ ranks. Party leaders Arturo Lafalla from Mendoza and Nestor Kirchner from
Santa Cruz have both called for a renewal within the party and have supported Beliz's candidacy in
open defiance of party discipline.
In addition, Menem's secretary of public functions, Claudia Bello, said, "Some party leaders are
very arrogant and believe that they can do whatever they want." Argentine political analysts point
out that the upheaval within the PJ is closely linked to inside maneuvering to succeed Menem in
1999 and some speculate that the jockeying is really orchestrated by Menem to curb Gov. Eduardo
Duhalde's power. Duhalde is already openly positioning himself for the next presidential race. He
was re-elected governor of Buenos Aires, the most populous province in the country, in last May's
general election.
Another possible PJ contender for the presidential race is Ramon "Palito" Ortega, former governor
of Tucuman, who is also a close friend of Beliz. Ortega who is studying in Miami admitted that
serious divisions exist within the PJ and said if he were pushed, he might follow Beliz out of the
party. Alberto Kohan made a quick trip to Florida to visit Ortega amid speculation that the trip was
an effort to persuade Ortega to remain in the PJ. Ortega said in an interview published Jan. 26 in
Pagina 12 international weekly news magazine that the leadership was out of touch with the rest
of the party. According to Ortega, the party's rank and file are saying, "Enough, this can't go on."
Ortega blamed Duhalde for the division within the party. "It's time to end this way of doing politics.
I am going to break the monopoly of the party," said Ortega. "I want Duhalde to understand that
he cannot continue running the party as he chooses and having the entire party apparatus at his
disposal."
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In Buenos Aires, Duhalde called press reports "absurd" that said he would withdraw from the
party leadership if Ortega were elected at the PJ convention in May. However, he added that
Ortega "needs to follow the rules of the game" in party matters. In an attempt to take attention
off the infighting within the PJ, Menem said in late January that the party primary will be "open,"
meaning those outside the party can vote to choose the PJ candidate. Menem said the open primary
demonstrates that the PJ is "the most democratic party in Argentina." However, it may take more
than an open primary to increase PJ support in the capital. While Buenos Aires has never been a
PJ stronghold, increasing economic problems and high unemployment have further diminished its
prospects. In addition, a highly publicized operation by the military, police, and city workers in midJanuary to forcibly evict residents of a shantytown from the path of a new highway further damaged
the image of the incumbent mayor and likely PJ candidate Dominguez
"There is always some nut in Buenos Aires who thinks that he can use force to impose order," said
Enrique Evangelista, a priest in the area who said he was "pained" by the violence that left several
residents injured. Evangelista said the poor people who resisted the ouster had been jailed and their
homes destroyed. Meanwhile, on Jan. 18, the Menem administration set the date of the Buenos Aires
elections for June 30. Interior Minister Corach said that voters will also choose "estatutyentes" the
group that will draw up city statutes outlining the type of city government the Argentine capital will
adopt. With the upheaval in the PJ and its fallout on FREPASO, it is not surprising that recent polls
show UCR candidate de la Rua in front in the mayoral race at this point. (Sources: Reuter, 01/11/96,
01/12/96, 01/14/96, 01/15/96, 01/26/96; Agence France-Presse, 01/04/96, 01/10/96, 01/12/96, 01/15/96,
01/18/96, 01/26/96, 01/29/96)
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